
Community College 
Research Center 



TEACHERS COLLEGE, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 



Assessing Developmental Assessment in Community Colleges: 
A Review of the Literature 



Katherine L. Hughes 
Judith Scott-Clayton 



August 2010 

CCRC Working Paper No. 19 



Address correspondence to: 

Katherine L. Hughes 

Assistant Director for Work and Education Reform Research 

Community College Research Center 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

525 West 120 th Street, Box 174 

New York, NY 10027 

212-678-3091 

Email: hughes@tc.edu 

This research was funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The authors thank Olga Rodriguez and 
John Wachen, both of CCRC, for their assistance with the research, and Dr. Stanley Rabinowitz of WestEd 
and Dr. Brad Bostian of Central Piedmont Community College for their useful comments in reviewing an 
earlier draft. 



Abstract 



Placement exams are high-stakes assessments that determine many students’ 
college trajectories. More than half of entering students at community colleges are placed 
into developmental education in at least one subject, based primarily on scores from these 
assessments, yet recent research fails to find evidence that placement into remediation 
improves student outcomes. While this has spurred debate about the content and delivery 
of remedial coursework, another possibility is that the assessment process itself may be 
broken. In this review of the literature on community college assessment policy, we argue 
that the debate about remediation policy is incomplete without a fuller understanding of 
the role of assessment. We then examine 1) the extent of consensus regarding the role of 
developmental assessment and how it is best implemented, 2) the validity of the most 
common assessments currently in use, and 3) emerging directions in assessment policy 
and practice. We conclude with a discussion of gaps in the literature and potential 
implications for policy and research. 
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